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Sensory Integration Dysfunction & Sensory Processing 

Intervention 
Compiled by: Alpine School District Occupational Therapy Department 

 

 

Caution: These programs and suggested activities should only be 
implemented under supervision by and in consultation with a certified 
Occupational Therapist trained and familiar with sensory integration 
techniques and theory. 
 

 
The following are excerpts from D. Suanders 2005 article “The Importance of Sensory 

Processing”.  

 

What is Sensory Integration & Processing? 
 

1. Sensory processing refers to how the brain registers, interprets 
and uses information from the sensory systems.  The sensory 
systems include sight, hearing, taste, touch smell, body 
awareness and balance (See Table 1). 

 
2. Sensory input from the environment is constantly bombarding our 

brain through all of our senses. All sensory input except for smell 
is filtered by the brainstem before being sent to other areas of 
the brain.  The sensory input is either: 

  
 Screened out or ignored if it is deemed to be unimportant or 

insignificant. 
 Noticed and then assigned relevant importance so that it is 

sent to the appropriate area of the brain for a response. 
 Habituated or eventually ignored if the input is constant or 

doesn’t change much over time. 
 

3. The brainstem is responsible for the regulation of our alertness 

from sleep to wakefulness. This is an important concept as we 
can use sensory input to change our state of alertness.   
         

4. If an individual is unable to process and organize sensory input 
effectively he or she may respond negatively impacting how they 
perform their daily roles.   

 

 
 



 

 

 
 

 
 

Excerpted from : Asperger Syndrome and Sensory Issues – Brenda Smith Myles et al. 

 
 



 

Research Shows that: 

  
1. Touch input acts as a stimulator to developing neurons in the brain. 

Deep pressure touch is soothing/comforting touch that helps sooth 
and organizes the central nervous system for better focus and 
attending skills. (Light touch is alerting and tends to cause a 
“fight/fright/flight” reaction in some people). 

 
2. We need to “use it or Lose it” when it comes to developing stronger 

neural pathways.  The more we reuse the neural circuits the 
stronger they become.  

 

3.  Heavy work activities stimulate the proprioceptive system(body 
awareness) and impact serotonin level in our brain. Serotonin helps 
regulate brain chemicals in our brain important for memory, 
concentration, and for motivating us. John. J. Retay, M.D., says 
“exercise is like taking a little Prozac or a little Ritalin at the right 
moment”.  

  

 

Sensory Processing Difficulties: 

 

 
 

1. Most of us take care of our sensory needs without even thinking 
about it and it is usually just a part of our day to day function. 

 
2. Sensory processing difficulties may affect anybody and they can 

range from mild to severe.  They tend to be more common and/or 
more severe in those who have such conditions as autism, Tourette 
syndrome, Fragile X, learning disabilities, ADHD, etc. 

 
 
 



3. Difficulties with sensory processing can impact productivity and 
severely restrict and limit one’s enjoyment and participation in life. 
In children it can result in poor self esteem, avoidance behaviors, 
and unexplained outbursts, decreased social skills and participation 
in play, difficulties with daily life skills at home and school, anxiety, 
poor attention, poor regulation of reactions to others, and poor 
motor skill development. 

 
4. Many children with sensory processing difficulties have difficulty 

modulating (regulating) their responses to sensory input and may 
not be able to maintain a clam, alert state.  

 
  

What is an Optimal Alertness Zone? 
 

For optimal function and performance of quality or adaptive responses a 
person needs to be at optimal alertness.  Throughout the day everybody 
fluctuates in and out of this ‘optimal alertness zone’.  However, a child with 
sensory integration dysfunction tends to spend the majority of their day 
either above or below this optimal zone.   

 
 
 

 
 

 
 



 
 

 
 

 
 



 

 

What is a Sensory Intervention Plan? 
 

This is a plan developed to provide the optimal combination of 
sensations at the appropriate intensities and times for an individual 
child to elicit appropriate responses in their environment.  A sensory 
intervention plan is recommended to help the child organize and 
process sensory input.   
 

The goal:  
To use a sensory intervention program to bring a child into this 
optimal zone as much as possible to facilitate optimal performance.  

 

The challenge:  
To identify strategies by which they can receive high levels of 
stimulation, without being disruptive, inappropriate or dangerous. 
 
 
The following Toolbox was developed to help Occupational Therapists, 
Psychologists, teachers, parents and school staff in our school district 
to better identify children with sensory processing difficulties. It also 
targets developing more effective and coordinated intervention plans 
to help these children succeed in school and in life in general. 
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Helpful Websites & Resources: 

 
 SPD – Sensory Processing Disorder Foundation: http://www.sinetwork.org/  

 The Sensory Processing Disorder Resource Center: http://www.sensory-processing-

disorder.com/ 

 SPD-TIPS - Sensory Processing Disorder Treatment & Resources: 

http://www.spdbayarea.org/ 

 Comeunity - http://www.comeunity.com/disability/sensory_integration/resources.html 

 Autism Teaching Methods: Sensory Integration Therapy: 

http://www.autismweb.com/sensory.htm 

 Signs, Symptoms and Background Information on Sensory Integration: 

http://www.incrediblehorizons.com/sensory-integration.htm 

 Bright Tots: http://www.brighttots.com/sensory_integration 

 Families.com: http://special-needs.families.com/blog/sensory-integration-disorder-just-

what-exactly-is-it 
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